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While this paper was in the final stages of preparation,.Schlesinger and
Meadow's (1972) article "Development of Maturity in Deaf Children" was
published. These authors discussed the first four ages of Erikson's theory in
reference to research they had undertaken which demonstrated that
immaturity is not a necessary consequence of auditory deprivation. The
writer would like to present the following material which partially supports
the above claim but which stresses that counselling and guidance of the
parents of deaf children and subsequently of teachers must be improved to
combat the increased probability of mental health problems which occurs
with the physical handicap of deafness.
Prolonged stress, resulting from a physical impairment, places higher
demands in adaptation from an organism (Torrance, 1965). It would seem
logical to assume that, given the normal range of potential along with a more
difficult adjustment to make, there would be more personality problems
among the handicapped than among the normal, Coleman (1964)argues that
although;
in general, personality maladjustment is more common among
physically disabled persons than among physically normal persons,
there is no causal connection between the handicap and the
maladjustment. It is the individual's attitudes, not the disability
itself, that are the primary determinants of his mode and level of
adjustment.

It is difficult to know what level of "maladjustment" is the best

possible adjustment which can reasonably be expected from handicapped
persons in a variety of difficult situations. Using Erikson's theoretical
framework the writer will consider the differences in adjustment which

could be expected in persons who suffer a hearing loss.
Dr. Kennedy is Director of Teacher Education, Interprovincial School for the Deaf,
Amherst, Nova Scotia.
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The underlying assumptions of Erikson's theory are:
(1) that the human personality in principle develops according to
steps predetermined in the growing person's readiness to be driven
toward, to be aware of, and to interact with, a widening social
radius.

(2) that society, in principle, tends to be so constituted as to
meet and invite this succession of potentialities for interaction and
attempts to safeguard and to encourage the proper rate and the
proper sequence of their unfolding (Erikson, 1950).

The purpose of this paper is to consider each age with reference to the
effects of hearing loss — either partial or complete.
Because the dominant problem is limited commimication, other
theorists will be cited with their opinions on the effects of lack of
communication skills.

Every embryo is unique. The uniqueness is so fundamental that it
pervades the whole life cycle. It expresses itself in psychic
constitution, temperament, motor demeanors, and distinctive
modes of growth.... Certain quahties of equableness, poise,
self-containedness, and responsiveness manifest themselves so early
and so consistently in the first year of life that they must be
ascribed to inborn determinants. Culture organizes personality,
but it does not transcend the individuality inherent in every
growth complex (Gesell and Armatruda, 1945).
It is important to remember that the population of deaf infants varies
in potential and in demeanor as does the population of non-deaf infants. The
fact that they have a common defect does not level all their other attributes.
Some will be able to cope with the handicap with greater success because of
other strengths whereas others wiU experience severe difficulties because of
other weaknesses.

Just as an embryo is unique, so is a family, and the responsibility of a
defective child places a strain on the unit. While the discussion relates to the
environment and the handling which the deaf child experiences it must be
remembered that parents who cannot cope should not be blamed. If they do
not co-operate with professionals and seem to neglect or even reject the
child, it is a manifestation of their own Umitations in response to an
unusually demanding role.
For the child who is bom deaf, the first significant factor is whether or
not his parents are also deaf. Parents who are themselves deaf accept and
may even expect deafness in their children. Some hearing parents are alerted
to the possibiUty because of the occurrence of prematurity, mbella during
pregnancy or Rh factor and an awareness of the implications. The age of
diagnosis of the handicap is a function of parental awareness.
https://repository.wcsu.edu/jadara/vol6/iss3/6
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AGE ONE: BASIC TRUST VS. BASIC MISTRUST,
0-18 MONTHS

The infant's first social achievement, is his willingness to let the

mother out of sight without undue anxiety or rage, because she
has become an inner certainty as well as an outer predictability.
Such consistency, continuity, and sameness of experience provide
a rudimentary sense of ego identity which depends on the

recognition that there is an inner population of remembered and
anticipated sensations and images which are firmly correlated with
the outer population of familiar and predictable things and people
(Erikson, 1950).

Infants relate sensory perceptions meaningfully by the age of four
weeks according to Goodnow (1970), who reported on a study in which the
mother's voice was presented (on tape)from one direction and the mother's
footsetps and presence came from another direction. At four weeks the
infants demonstrated extreme emotional distress reactions to this confusing

situation. For the deaf child, totally dependent on visual and tactile

information, it will take longer to learn anticipatory signs. The clink of the
bottle, mother's soothing voice and approaching footsteps are all unheard.
Furthermore, as Lenneberg (1967) succinctly stated,"sensory deprivation is
multiplicative." Not only must all auditory perception be subtracted from
the child's experience but relationships and cause and effect which are hnked
auditorially impede the comprehension by the child of his environment. The
security of lying awake listening to environmental noise — mother in the
kitchen, father on the telephone, older siblings playing outside,is denied the
deaf child.

Deaf youngsters frequently demand that a light be left on which is very
understandable when one considers that without vision they are cut off from

the environment. In contrast, hearing children, even with their eyes closed,
are still in contact with the environment through sound.
The deaf infant in a hearing family may be the center of great anxiety

in relation to his handicap and his mother may be experiencing feelings of

guilt resulting in either over-protection or rejection. On a more practical
level, the visits to clinics and diagnostic units with frequent examinations can
be unpleasant experiences for both mother and child.
In considering stimulation, Escalona (1968) describes mother-infant
interaction on the basis of preferred modality and found that the majority of

mothers emphasize one of several modalities at the expense of others. A deaf
baby whose mother favors visual or tactile methods of stimulation will be
less deprived than one whose mother favors auditory stimulation.
Erikson stresses that the amount of trust does not depend on absolute

quantities of love and care but on the quality of the maternal relationship.
Mothers, according to Erikson, who provide sensitive care of the baby's
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24

3

JADARA, Vol. 6, No. 3 [], Art. 6

THE EFFECTS OF DEAFNESS ON PERSONALITY

individual needs with a firm sense of personal trustworthiness within the
trusted framework of their culture's Ufe style create a sense of trust in their
children. A mother who is realizing the effects of deafness on her child's
development, receiving counseling on how to cope and trying to assimilate
advice from friends and neighbors is not in a good position to develop trust
due to her own current feelings of inadequacy.

AGE TWO: AUTONOMY VS. SHAME AND DOUBT,
18 MONTHS TO 30 MONTHS

During this period verbal handling takes the place of physical handling
with the normal child (Gesell, 1943). Not only can toddlers be soothed with
words but explanations help them to delay gratification and provide them
with a reason for cessation of a current activity. For example, a simple
promise of a treat for a task accomplished encourages a two or two and a
half year old to co-operate. For the deaf child there usually is no such
communication. The actions of the adult are frequently inexplicable and the
child must obey for no apparent reason.
For the child who is already known to be deaf or who has deaf parents
the situation is easier. In the former case the parents use drawings,
photographs or symbols such as candy wrappers in attempts to communicate
and in the latter case the parents use sign language. In spite of these
attempts, however, Myklebust(1960)reports
Intimate contact with families of deaf children discloses that it is

extremely difficult to keep the hearing impaired child informed of
daily occurrences and circumstances. To explain such happenings,
incidental as they may be, is in itself demanding of patience and
maturity on the part of parents. Often because of the limitations
in the ability to communicate, such explanations cannot be given.
In the case of the undiagnosed child, the experiences are sometimes
tragic. These are the children who are labeled as spoiled and disobedient,
who respond sometimes and give the impression that they do what they are
told only when they choose. Frequently a deaf child partially leams to lip
read spontaneously and therefore will co-operate if he happens to see what is
said. A partially deaf child may respond only when his father yells. He hears
only the deep voice of his father but his actions support the myth that he
needs authority.
The parents of an undiagnosed deaf or partially deaf child may, during
this period, notice unresponsiveness and worry about lack of language
development.
Erikson suggests that at this age outer control must be firm and
reassuring and lead to autonomy. If this experience is not well-guided,
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Erikson theorizes that the child will develop a precocious conscience and will
in adult life "govern by the letter, rather than by the spirit."
Because of the difficulties of communication, the deaf child continues
to be "picked up smd put", to be led and to be in much the same situation as
the well-loved family pet in that he is fed, played with and petted and
"trained" rather than educated by his family. The amount of foreign control
exerted in an entirely autocratic way by hearing people at this stage and
throughout ensuing stages is not conducive to the development of
self-esteem.

AGE THREE: INITIATIVE VS. GUILT,
TWO-AND-A-HALF TO SIX YEARS

During this period of his life the deaf child begins formal education.
Whereas pre-school education for normal children is directed at
developing social skills, co-operative play, creativity and imagination through
the manipulation of a variety of materials, education for deaf or
hard-of-hearing children is rehabilitative in orientation and directed at
specific behaviors, i.e., auditory training, speech therapy, language develop
ment and cognitive growth through graduated tasks. The time that is "left
over" is used for play activities.
The child is therefore expected to conform, to attend and to function
in a structured situation at a much younger age than normal children. Much
of the teaching at this level is in training the child to match. The children
learn to imitate the positions of the articulators for speech, to imitate the
teacher's actions in response to a visual stimulus, to imitate finger-spelling, to
imitate writing and the reinforcement is given for the closest match. The
children are so trained to match that initiative is effectively discouraged.
Within a residential school it is inevitable that house-mothers caring for
a group will regiment to a degree and group conformity will be rewarded.
Separation from home and family may be viewed as rejection by the child.
Contacts with home are difficult. The child cannot talk to his mother on the

telephone and cannot understand her letters.
In a segregated situation the children leam from a very young age to
identify with a "different" group.
Children who attend day schools are picked up by buses and taken out
of their community. They do not go to school with the other children on the
block — they are "special".
Gradually, too, as the child matures, this "differentness" and
"specialness" predominate. His ways of behaving — his consciousness —
known to him and to others is at variance with his peers. He cannot
comprehend the speech of others and he cannot express himself.
Rainer(1969)states:

Perhaps I may outline very schematically some of the particular
Published by WestCollections: digitalcommons@wcsu,
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mental health problems of the deaf as seen by a psychiatrist. All
these problems essentially stem, in my opinion, from barriers in
communication starting from the very earhest moment of life,
going through the preschool period, the school period and the
period of adult scoiaUzation. Early feelings of rejection and
abandonment, loss and anxiety, difficulty in expressing impulsive
needs, lack of opportunity to develop a social sense and a feehng
for others, problems regarding empathy, conscience, abihty to
handle power and strength and, as important as anything else,
problems of identification and self-image, all these depend upon
communication, upon a two-way path of understanding and
emotional rapport with others.

Piaget (1967) has observed that language has a profound effect both
affectively and intellectually. He states

Until a definite form of language is acquired, interpersonal
relations are limited to the imitation of corporal and other
extemal gestures and to a global affective relationship without
differentiated communication. With language, by contrast, the
inner life can be communicated. In fact, thought becomes
conscious to the degree to which the child is able to communicate
it.

Piaget's theory supports Rainer's (above) contention that communica
tion is necessary for mental health.
With the beginning of formal school begins the battle of mode of

commimication. When gesture language is discouraged to the point of
punishment there are two major effects: 1) to frustrate the child by
preventing him from using the only communication form he has; 2) to tell
the child that he is acceptable and worthwhile as an individual only if he
leams to behave as a hearing person.
The emphasis on oraUsm also paves the way for some students to be
failures.

At a stage during which Erikson claims initiative should be encouraged,
adding to autonomy the quahty of undertaking, planning and "attacking" a

task for the sake of being on the move,the ideaf child is being "drilled" and
"trained" and impressed with the idea that to admit to deafness and
communicate manually is to accept an inferior role which will dissapoint the
significant adults in his hfe.

AGE FOUR: INDUSTRY VS.INFERIORITY,
SIX TO TWELVE YEARS

All the difficulties Usted above continue and intensify during the fourth
age. Erikson states that at this level of development the most fundamental
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danger is for an individual to constrict his horizons to include only work and
to become therefore a thoughtless conformist. The horizons of students in
residential schools are certainly restricted to the school conformity.
The deaf child in a day program becomes increasingly aware during this
age of his inferiority in academic work. At a chronological age of twelve, he
will be doing well if he is reading with good comprehension at a Grade III
level. He is also becoming increasingly aware that, despite his greatest efforts,
he cannot make himself understood orally and that his written language is
far from being accurate.
He therefore sees himself as a failure in school and loses motivation.
Erikson states:

If he despairs of his tools and skills or of his status among his tool
partners, he may be discouraged from identification with them
and with a section of the tool world. To lose the hope of such
"industrial" association may pull him back to the more isolated,
less tool-conscious famihal rivalry of the oedipal time.

There are partially hearing children who, because of improvements in
speech and language, are "integrated" into regular classes. The advantages
and disadvantages are many and complex. The success or failure depends on
the flexibility of the regular class teacher, the amount of support from
tutorial services and from parents which the child receives and the emotional
stability of the child.
Sometimes the child is academically fairly successful but socially
shunned. Usually he is a year or two older than the others in the class, which

presents difficulties, and sometimes the trial is deemed unsuccessful and the
child returns to special class. It frequently happens that a trial is attempted
at the insistence of unaccepting parents and there are negative interactions
between school representatives and parents which are very confusing for the
child. In these cases also it is a matter of personal pride to the parents that
the child succeed, so that the pressure increases.
The personal trust-worthiness which, according to Erikson, develops
continuously from Age One is very difficult for the deaf child to maintain.
Erikson states:

There are few frustrations. .. which the growing child cannot
endure if the frustration leads to the ever renewed experience of
greater sameness and stronger continuity of development, toward
a final integration of the individual life cycle with some
meaningful wider belongingness.
But this "wider belongingness" is precisely what the deaf child cannot feel —
he becomes more isolated with age.
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AGE FIVE: IDENTITY VS. ROLE CONFUSION
THIRTEEN TO EIGHTEEN

Erikson believes that at this age there is a modified reiteration of

previous ages (Erikson, 1968). In the earliest age, there is an important need
for trust in oneself and others. The adolescent seeks for men and ideas in

which to place his faith and "in whose advice it would seem worthwhile to
prove oneself trustworthy." During the second stage the child asserts his will
and, consequently, the adolescent selects avenues of duty and service to
which he is willing to give his assent. At the same time he is afraid of certain
other situations selected by his elders in which he would feel exposed to
ridicule by his peers.
The imagination of the play age recurs as the ambitions and dreams of
the teen-age years. Fourthly, the desire for competence in work skills
becomes the agonizing decision-making process of choice of occupation —
assuming a significance beyond the question of remuneration and status.
The adolescent with a disability has to cope with two kinds of
persisting overlapping situations, that owing to his disability and
that owing to his transitional status as a child-adult (Wright,
1960).

In looking for heroes the deaf youth must come to terms with the fact
that many roles of service are closed to him. In relation to situations of
acceptance or ridicule by peers, he is in an exceptionally difficult situation.
If he is in a residential school he becomes more and more identified with the

sub-culture of the deaf which is supportive during this period, but the price
has to be paid when he leaves the shelter of that environment and is

expected to function in the "real" world. In day school settings the deaf can
be shunned and ridiculed by the "normal" student body on a daily basis and
be a group apart although within the same building.
The ambitions of the deaf can sometimes inspire them to overcome

difficulties to an outstanding degree, but more often they are unrealistic and
disappointments ensue when hopes are unfulfilled.
Finally, the preparation for an occupation has to be resolved and it is
significant that all students registered in programs for the deaf are "handled"
by the Department of Vocational Rehabihtation. In other words, it is an
accepted fact that employment is problematic, choices are limited (except
for the outstanding deaf student) and many deaf people are forced to accept
work which is below their potential functioning level (this will be further
discussed later).

In dealing with deaf adolescents, the caseworker needs to know
that the majority of residential and day schools for the deaf are
almost entirely unequipped to help troubled children. Hans Furth
(1966) feels that the deaf child, for the most part, feels more
secure in his school than with his own family, which does not
https://repository.wcsu.edu/jadara/vol6/iss3/6
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understand and cannot communicate with him satisfactorily. The
large residential schools, Furth goes on, willingly or unwillingly,
become for most deaf children substitutes for society and
family.... Often, deaf adolescents have unfavorable conceptions
of themselves, many of which can be traced to the similar
attitudes of their parents. The parents' ambition or goal for the
deaf child is more or less unrealistic in many cases and it is rather
difficult to assist the parent in changing his attitudes and accepting
the limitations of his child (Chough, 1970).

Students in a day program who return home daily are perhaps under
more of a strain than residential school students as the former Uve with their

famihes but have minimal communication with their parents and siblings.
For the post lingually deaf, or the partially deaf, the outlook is not so
bleak; although the identification problem for some may be greater, i.e.,
they are neither deaf nor normal.

AGE SIX: INTIMACY VS.ISOLATION,
NINETEEN TO TWENTY-FOUR YEARS

The choice of mate is the most significant occurrence within this stage.
Most graduates of schools for the deaf marry other deaf individuals. It can be
argued (and is, vehemently) that segregating them for thirteen years as a
group leads inevitably to this conclusion. It is also true, however, that
graduates of day school programs also frequently marry another with a
similar handicap.
Those who insist that happiness is being closest to the norm will argue

against matching of deviants. On the other hand, if the deaf are happiest
with other deaf, then this trend is a good adjustment. Furthermore, the deaf
tend to keep up friendships with other deaf individuals, and form social
clubs where every one communicates manually.
These relationships in marital union and social groupings are formed
during a period when formal education and training is ending and
self-support and progress in employment is begun.

AGE SEVEN: GENERAHVITY VS.STAGNATION,
TWENTY-FIVE TO FIFTY

Generativity, according to Erikson (1950), includes the estabhshment
and guidance of the next generation along with productivity and creativity.
For deaf parents, bringing up children involves coping with advice from
hearing people who claim to be acting "in the best interests" of the children
and who imply by their advice that the deaf parents are incapable of giving
Published by WestCollections: digitalcommons@wcsu,
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their children an appropriate upbringing (specifically, an oral environment).
During this stage, too, the deaf worker finds himself passed over in
relation to promotion, as his lack of communication skills is felt to preclude
him from a supervisory role.
DiFrancesca and Hurwitz(1969) reviewed some characteristics of deaf
clients of the Vocational RehabiUtation Center in St. Louis and made the

following comments:

Prominent among program findings, however, is that it is not lack
of innate functional capabiUties that limit clients. They do have
sufficient intelhgence, motor and coordination skill and motiva
tion to work at a competitive level. It is their deficient social and
emotional functioning that stultifies achievement and precludes
employment... The project has its share of clients who are grossly
immature, dependent, unassertive, impulsive, fearful, and other
wise underdeveloped.... there seems also to be a unique dynamic
that is particular to the deaf client's personality. Deaf clients
appear more disposed to relate and solve problems of life on the
basis of their feehngs or affect and to over-personalize and have
lesser abihty (than non-deaf clients) to see beyond their personal
frame of reference.

The authors' theory is that primary feedback for the deaf consists of
affective and demonstrative response from others, and this therefore
becomes a life style.

AGE EIGHT: EGO INTEGRITY VS. DESPAIR,
FIFTY PLUS

Erikson's stages are quaUtative and cumulative, but not quantitative. It
is undoubtedly true that many deaf people are mature adults and have "ego
identity" but there are many who are members of the group described by
Chough (1970):
Because of the communication problem, for the deaf there can be

nothing but a life of emotional deprivation, social loneliness, and
psychological frustration. Deaf people often find it very difficult
to verbahze their own short comings or their resentments against
society for their frustrations, but feel them very deeply.

Concomitant with advancing years in presbycusis and it is therefore

appropriate for this stage to consider the psychology of the hard-of-hearing
and deafened adult.

Ramsdell(1963)states,"Deafness produces a psychological impairment
more basic and more severe than the difficulty in communication." The

impairment is characterized by severe depression which Ramsdell attributes
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to the loss of hearing at the primitive level, "affective tone". Patients report
that the world seems dead.

Deafness also seems to be a powerful stimulus to any latent paranoid
trend, but a person secure in his own emotional life will not develop
paranoid trends even when deafened.(Ramsdell, 1963).
Studies on personality and deafness have been reviewed by Myerson
(1955), DiCarlo and Dolphin (1962), Levine (1960), and Myklebust(1960),
whereas Furth (1966) concentrates more on cognitive growth with limited
language. It is beyond the scope of this paper to analyze the empirical
evidence, but it is worthy of note that there has been an urgency in tone in
recent publications in relation to mental health and the deaf.
It is increasingly obvious to those who work with the deaf in a
professional capacity or who mingle with them socially that better
counselling of parents, counselling in the schools and emotionally supportive
help in adulthood is badly needed in order to minimize the effects of
deafness.
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